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Moving forwards with the aim of going backwards fast: High 
performance rowing as a learning environment 
Background and Purpose: This paper focuses on the learning culture within the 
high performance levels of rowing. In doing so, we explore the case of an 
individual’s learning as he moves across athletic, coaching and administrative 
functions. This exploration draws on a cultural learning framework and 
complementary theorisings related to reflexivity. 
Method: This study makes use of an intellectually, morally and collaboratively 
challenging approach whereby one member of the research team was also the 
sole participant of this study. The participant’s careers as a high performance 
athlete, coach and administrator, coupled with his experience in conducting 
empirical research presented a rare opportunity to engage in collaborative 
research (involving degrees of insider and outsider status for each of the research 
team). We acknowledge that others have looked to combine roles of coach / 
athlete / administrator with that of researcher however few (if any) have 
attempted to combine them all in one project. Moreover, coupled with the 
approach to reflexivity adopted in this study and the authorship contributions we 
consider this scholarly direction uncommon. Data were comprised of recorded 
research conversations, a subsequently constructed learning narrative, reflections 
on the narrative, a stimulated reflective piece from the participant, and a final 
(re)construction of the participant’s story. Accordingly, data were integrated 
through an iterative process of thematic analysis.  
Results: The cultural (i.e., the ways things get done) and structural (e.g., the rules 
and regulations) properties of high performance rowing were found to shape both 
the opportunities to be present (e.g., secure a place in the crew) and to learn (e.g., 
learn the skills required to perform at an Olympic level). However, the 
individual’s personal properties were brought to bear on re-shaping the 
constraints such that many limitations could be overcome. In keeping with the 
theory of learning cultures, the culture of rowing was found to position 
individuals (a coxswain in this case) differentially. In a similar manner, a range 
of structural features was found to be important in shaping the cultural and 
personal elements in performance contexts. For example, the ‘field of play’ was 
found to be important as a structural feature (i.e., inability of coach to 
communicate with athletes) in shaping the cultural and personal elements of 
learning in competition (e.g., positioning the coxswain as an in-boat coach and 
trusted crewmate). Finally, the cultural and structural elements in rowing 
appeared to be activated by the participant’s personal elements, most notably his 
orientation towards quality performance. 
Conclusion: The participant in this study was found to be driven by the project 
that he cares about most and at each turn he has bent his understanding of his 
sport back on itself to see if he can find opportunities to learn and subsequently 
explore ways to improve performance. The story here emphasises the importance 
of learner agency, and this is an aspect that has often been missing in recent 
theorising about learning. In this study, we find an agent using his ‘personal 
emergent powers to activate the resources in the culture and structure of his sport 
in an attempt to improve performance. We conclude from this account that this 
particular high performance rowing culture is one that provided support but 
nonetheless encouraged those involved, to ‘figure things out’ for themselves – be 
it as athletes, coaches and/or administrators. 
Keywords: elite sport; reflexivity; learning culture; Olympic rowing; insider-
outsider research 
Practitioner summary: In this paper we consider the learning of an individual as 
an athlete, coach and administrator in high performance rowing. Importantly, the 
participant is also a member of the research team and as such, has been involved 
in the conceptualisation, conduct, analysis and write-up of the project; 
positioning him as a practitioner-researcher. The cultural (i.e., the ways things get 
done) and structural (e.g., the rules and regulations) aspects of high performance 
rowing were found to shape both the opportunities to be present (e.g., secure a 
place in the crew) and to learn (e.g., learn the skills required to perform at an 
Olympic level). However, the individual’s characteristics served to re-shape the 
environment such that many limitations could be overcome. This research 
emphasises the importance of learner agency and reflection as high performance 
rowing has a culture that encourages those involved, to ‘figure things out’ for 
themselves – be it as athletes, coaches and/or administrators. 
Introduction 
This paper provides a focus on a learning culture within sport; the culture of high 
performance rowing. To do this, we discuss a case study of an individual’s learning 
across athletic, coaching and administrative functions within the sport. This exploration 
draws on a cultural learning framework and complementary theorisings related to 
reflexivity. Specifically, and as reflected in the title of this paper, our interest was in 
understanding an individual’s learning as he progressed through a number of crucial 
roles (i.e., learning as he was ‘moving forwards’) within a context that prioritises and in 
many ways demands performance excellence (i.e., producing crews that move 
backwards very fast at World and Olympic events).  
Within the context of this paper, we aim to consider this culture in a number of 
ways, across a number of themes and using perhaps less than common methods to 
service our collective understanding. We acknowledge that our methodological 
approach is not without intellectual risk but would also argue it is not without precedent, 
intellectually, morally and collaboratively (see e.g., Hussain et al., 2012; Purdy & Jones, 
2013).  
By outlining the direction of this paper, the risks to which we allude will become 
apparent, not only as areas of possible vulnerability but also as a potential source of 
advantage. First, the author team includes the participant in this study. Joe has been an 
elite (high performance) competitor at World and Olympic levels in the sport of rowing 
(as a coxswain). He has also coached at the high performance level (e.g. New South 
Wales Institute of Sport) and is currently within the administrative level of Rowing 
Australia with responsibilities for the national talent pathway. This places Joe in a 
highly unusual position to talk about learning in high performance sporting 
environments. Joe has not only been a learner participant across various levels of 
Australian rowing but has gained this experience in varied contexts including elite 
schools, clubs, and in State and National governing bodies. Joe also undertook graduate 
and post-graduate study (including a research-based Master of Philosophy). Therefore 
not only was Joe in a position to talk about aspects of pedagogy related to the varied 
rowing environments, he was able, additionally, through the way we structured this 
study to both construct and interpret the emerging narrative. As a group, we saw this as 
an opportunity for an unusual, but entirely justified collaboration on the final product. 
Pedagogical components of high performance sport 
Sport has been previously recognised as having the potential to foster a variety of 
positive learning outcomes. For example, beyond the development of physical skills and 
game-specific understandings, a variety of researchers (e.g., Broh, 2002; Fraser-Thomas 
& Côté, 2009; Kidd, 2008) have noted the potential for the development of life skills 
and values (e.g., fair play, leadership, goal setting, increased self-esteem and 
confidence, teamwork). A range of others (e.g., Gould, Udry, Tuffey & Loehr, 1996; 
Shields & Bredemeier, 2001) have also noted the potential of sport to foster a number of 
less-desirable outcomes for participants such as those related to negative values and 
behaviours (e.g., increased aggression and stress, low morality reasoning and increased 
alcohol consumption). The variation in athlete outcomes suggests that different sporting 
environments (e.g., school, club, institute) have inherently different pedagogical 
properties.  
Even in high performance sport settings, where biophysical understandings of 
sport have traditionally dominated, there is an increasingly accepted view of sport as a 
pedagogical undertaking (Jones, 2007; McMahon & Penney, 2012). There has also been 
greater attention devoted to the various roles within sport. This has particularly been the 
case with respect to coaches and administrators with a number of studies highlighting 
the varied sources (e.g., formal, non-formal and informal sources) and influences (e.g., 
aspects of personal agency and high performance workplace conditions) that impact on 
the nature of learning that is and is not possible (Mallett & Rynne, 2012; Nelson, 
Cushion & Potrac, 2006; Mallett, Trudel, Lyle & Rynne, 2009; Rynne, Mallett & 
Tinning, 2009). As a result, the field is generally receptive to pedagogical accounts of 
sport involvement at all levels and it is therefore possible to examine the form and 
direction of learning that sport participants engage in (including athletes, coaches and 
administrators) while still acknowledging the inherent complexities and situatedness 
Rynne & Mallett, 2012). Indeed, with respect to the research considered in this special 
issue, a cultural learning framework (Hodkinson, Biesta & James, 2008) provides a 
generative entry point for further evaluation of the pedagogical properties of high 
performance sporting environments. Specifically, and as will be considered further in 
the next section, the Theory of Learning Cultures (TLC) frames the importance of 
context and the interdependent relationship between person and culture, while the 
Cultural Theory of Learning (CTL) provides a means to highlight the importance of 
individual agency in a person’s learning. As well as being a common thread, the TLC 
and CTL provide specific reference points for this study and are discussed in relation to 
another, complementary approach; Archer’s notions of reflexivity.  
Before progressing, it is worth posing the question – what is different about 
learning in performance sport? Perhaps it is something to do with its inherent urgency, 
dynamism and perceived importance. It might be suggested that the cultural (i.e., the 
ways things get done) and structural (e.g., the rules and regulations) properties of 
performance sport mean that individuals must react and improvise to varying degrees 
once they are engaged in what Beckett (2001) calls ‘hot action’. In any case, we believe 
it necessary to account for the individual and social contributions to learning in 
sophisticated ways. We also feel that while historically important to the field, the role of 
reflection in contemporary accounts of learning has been somewhat marginalised 
(Cushion et al., 2010) and in this paper we intend to provide an integrated way of 
theorising the learning of an individual across athletic, coaching and administrative 
contexts.  
Connecting theories of learning cultures and cultures of learning with 
Archer’s reflexivity 
As is identified throughout this volume, and as we have alluded to above, the value of 
the theoretical orientation of this special issue is that it provides the capacity to 
understand the multiple facets of learning within the milieu generally recognised as high 
performance sport. It could be argued that the separation of the two components of the 
theoretical framework (TLC and CTL) is somewhat artificial. How one might 
disentangle the situational texts (i.e., the practices and discourses, spatial arrangements 
– real or ethereal – in which learning takes place) from the texts of practice or processes 
of learning is a challenge. Yet the theoretical position that informs this special edition is 
one of holism (see Hodkinson, Biesta and James, 2007 and Barker-Ruchti et al. in this 
volume). Concomitantly, we consider the recruitment of Archer’s (2007) ideas around 
reflexivity to be additionally helpful in the pursuit of holism. Archer’s (2007) work 
offers a useful extension to the central ideas and mission of TLC and CTL and further 
endorses the relational complementarity of them.  
In a sense it is the notion of ‘becoming’ – an ongoing state of being – that 
logically connects with Archer’s (2007) ideas. Recall that Hager and Hodkinson (2009) 
identify the dynamic coalescence of ‘being conditioned’ and ‘constructing meaning’ 
(see Barker-Ruchti et al., this volume) in framing the idea of learning as becoming. For 
Archer (2007) this is a reflexive process that involves the bending of the ‘object’ under 
consideration (that is, learning) back on the subject (the ‘one’ doing the considering). 
This, she argues, is enabled through the process of an internal conversation. As she 
says, ‘Reflexivity is held to depend upon conscious deliberations that take place through 
“internal conversation”’ (p.3). Whilst this has some resonance with Hodkinson and 
colleagues’ (2008) use of the Bourdieuian notion of habitus (in terms of its individual 
focus and relationship with values and subsequent actions), we suggest that the 
connections between ‘horizons’ for action and learning (Bloomer, Hodkinson, & Billett, 
2004; Hodkinson, Sparkes, & Hodkinson, 1996; Hodkinson et al., 2008) and Archer’s 
‘internal conversation’ is also of greater interest.  This connection is forged we would 
argue, across the evolving nature of the relationship between the self and the context(s) 
within which one exists. This interaction is a negotiation where the potential limits of 
horizons (Barker-Ruchti et al, this volume) can be assessed for ‘action’. This process, 
Archer (2007) would argue comes about through internal conversations whereby the 
possibilities for learning (the horizon) can be considered and then enacted. Internal 
conversations, as reflexive action provide the agentic means for the logic of practice 
(Bourdieu, 1977) in the pursuit of meaningful learning. 
An internal dialogue, Archer (2007) suggests, is an emergent personal power 
and that its role in the acquisition self-knowledge cannot be overestimated. Moreover, 
internal conversations are, Archer (2007) claims, the way by which we make our way 
through the world as human beings not in any isolated sense but as a way for people to 
‘consider themselves in relation to their (social contexts), and vice versa’ (italics added; 
p.4). In this sense, Archer considers individuals to be ‘active’ agents. For Archer, 
individuals have the capacity to both design and define the central concerns that she 
describes as the ‘internal good that they care about most’ (p.7). Hence reflexivity is a 
matter of design. Notwithstanding this position, Archer (2007) does accept that there is 
both material and causal power in objects and as a consequence she suggests that 
‘successful practice (read learning) depends upon accommodating ourselves to such 
affordances and resistances’ (parentheses added; p.7) as encountered by individuals. In 
this sense Archer suggests that that there are two sets of causal powers involved in the 
development of social practice. These she identifies as ‘constraints’ and ‘enablers’ and 
can be thought of as being inherent both within the subjects themselves and/or the 
relevant structural or cultural properties. Hence for Archer (2007) successful social 
practice is dependent on what she calls ‘adaptive ingenuity’ and this we suggest is 
consistent with both TLC and CTL. Practice, she continues, is about the 
interrelationship between what she calls ‘personal emergent powers’, ‘cultural emergent 
powers’ and ‘structural emergent powers’. In an attempt to capture this interrelationship 
Archer (2007) proposes that reflexivity can be ‘put forward as the answer to how the 
causal power of social forms is mediated through human agency’ (p.15, italics in 
original). This mediatory role, she continues, is performed by our internal 
conversations. Archer (2007) identifies four ‘modes’ of reflexivity that describe the way 
different people manage the interrelationship. In short the modes are described as 
follows:  
 Communicative reflexives are those that seek completion of and confirmation by 
others of internal conversations before deciding on action.  
 Autonomous reflexives tend to rely on their own internal conversation processes 
to lead them to action. 
 Meta-reflexives are those that are critically reflexive. 
 Fractured reflexives generally become distressed and disorientated through their 
internal conversations ultimately leading to inaction. 
We suggest that Archer’s ideas of ‘personal emergent powers’, ‘cultural emergent 
powers’ and ‘structural emergent powers’ plus her modes of reflexivity provide the 
intellectual bridge to TLC and CTL.  
Method 
Tricky Spaces 
We have already alluded to the potential epistemological risks involved in research that 
involves ‘author as subject’. Joe will introduce himself more fully in the next section, 
however, prior to this it is important to establish the critical path of decision making that 
led us not to research Joe and his experience in high performance cultures per se. Rather 
the intention was for all the authors to join as fellow travellers as Joe recalled and 
reflexively re-analysed his journey in top flight rowing. Through the mechanism of 
research conversations, we sought to probe his knowledge of and about rowing both as a 
sport and as a pedagogical and learning culture. Loosely, we then formed an 
insider/outsider researcher alliance and together we probed more deeply into how Joe 
understood ‘high performance rowing as a learning culture’.  
Rightly, scholars have problematised the labels of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ in 
research (see e.g., Burke, 2013; Gaztambide-Fernández & Howard, 2012; Humphrey, 
2007). Notwithstanding the identified complexities, there is value in discussing the 
relative insider and outsider status of the researchers and participant in this study 
because of our desire to examine the individual, social and cultural contributions to 
learning. Further, we consider Garbett and Ovens’ (2012) work to have relevance. They 
suggest that an insider’s perspective ‘provides a means to consider the tacit and personal 
practical knowledge that is central to an individual’s knowledge’ (p. 44). In doing so 
there is an inherent challenge to already held assumptions about what is known, and 
what is considered to be true. Unlike Garbett and Ovens’ (2012) work, this exploration 
of understanding was not self-initiated; rather it was invited. However, like Garbett and 
Ovens (2012), the initiation of conversations (both internal and external) aimed to raise 
the accessibility of the learning experiences in the context of rowing for the purposes of 
reflection and interpretation. In doing so we identified key advantages but principal 
among them, as noted by Bonner and Tolhurst (2002), was a superior understanding of 
the culture being researched. In this case, the detailed understanding was made possible 
through the intimacy Joe has with the culture across three tiers of engagement and 
across his working life. As Breen (2007) points out, this presents an ethical challenge 
where questions of loyalty, fairness and representation are laid bare. In our particular 
case however, Joe had the full support and backing of Rowing Australia to not only be a 
subject in this research but also to be an author where judgments about the pedagogical 
and learning culture of Australian rowing at the elite level would be made. Hence, Joe 
was both in a position and positioned to ‘give voice’ to Australian rowing.  
As we alluded at the beginning of this section, this study contains some unique 
features with respect to who is ‘doing’ the research. Our ‘insider’ not only has extensive 
experience in various levels of rowing (positioning him as the participant in this 
research), he also has considerable experience in research. The two ‘outsiders’ in this 
project not only have extensive experience in research practice (positioning them as 
lead researchers), they also have had significant exposure to a variety of educational 
(e.g., working as teachers in schools and academics in universities) and performance 
sporting institutions (e.g., researching for and with state and national institutes / peak 
sporting organisations). In addition both researchers performed in different sports at a 
sub-elite level at previous points in their lives. It is for this reason that negotiation of 
insider and outsider positions is particularly problematic in this work. Despite this, and 
for the sake of reader clarity, we will designate one researcher as the insider and the 
other two as outsiders. So at this point it is appropriate to have our insider introduce 
himself more thoroughly.  
Introducing Joe 
My initial foray into rowing was brought about by my mathematics teacher during the 
first week of year seven at boarding school. I remember he casually stopped me and told 
me to be on the bus at the end of the day to go to the boatshed. Despite my nervousness, 
I felt instantly comfortable that things would work out. This was my introduction to the 
rowing family, a family that I have been a part of for over 18 years. 
After school, my university studies (Bachelor degree) took me to Canberra and 
due to limited coxing opportunities I began coaching at a school. This was very 
rewarding, and I found that I was applying some of the skills I drew upon in my coxing 
to coaching. Upon graduation I returned to Sydney and commenced a career in sports 
administration. After several months of work, I began some club and school coaching in 
my spare time, and before long I left work and commenced a Postgraduate Diploma of 
Education, with the aim of a career in teaching and coaching.  
Following several years of teaching and coaching, at the age of 24 I 
recommenced some coxing. I was increasingly interested in the high performance 
aspects of rowing and started to pursue representative opportunities as an athlete and as 
a coach. I subsequently coached fulltime at a University club with a focus on high 
performance. A condition I placed on accepting the coaching job was the provision of 
an opportunity for further study. I subsequently completed a Master of Business, 
majoring in Industrial Relations and Human Resource Management. I experienced 
success coaching at the club and was selected to coach crews at State (Provincial) level 
and the Junior World Championships.  
After several years of fulltime coaching, I reached another junction in my 
rowing journey, and began to pursue National coxing opportunities. I began coxing the 
Australian Men’s Eight at the Australian Institute of Sport with the ambition of 
competing at the 2008 Beijing Olympic Games. At the same time as competing as an 
athlete and pursuing national selection, I was awarded a position in the National 
Coaching Scholarship Program facilitated by the Australian Institute of Sport. This 
allowed me to compete as an athlete as well as enroll in a Master of Philosophy 
(MPhil), researching aspects of sport practice (primarily with respect to Self-
Determination Theory; Deci & Ryan, 1985). After the Olympic Games I continued to 
focus on high performance through the research that I had commenced during the 
National Coaching Scholarship. This continued as I moved into administrative roles in 
the high performance area of rowing, operating at the State Institute level for a period of 
time and then winning a position with the National Governing body.  
Although my MPhil study has concluded, I remain committed to empirical 
research and have sought to continue my connections with academic colleagues (two of 
whom I’m collaborating with on this study). Indeed, I became involved in this project 
through my already established connections with the other two researchers. They 
contacted me to discuss an idea for a project that eventually led to this particular 
research and me being involved as participant and researcher.  
Procedures 
Like many studies that are qualitative in nature, this research adopted an iterative 
process of data collection and analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). As alluded to 
previously, having the participant as a member of the research team presented rare 
opportunities to incorporate special methodological features. For example, in keeping 
with the scholarly suggestions of others (e.g., Burgess-Limerick, & Burgess-Limerick, 
1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Smith & Sparkes, 2009) we were able to incorporate a 
series of internal and group conversations (data collection), leading to the development 
of a learning narrative as a source of and stimulus for further data generation (collection 
and analysis), the subsequent design and completion of a reflective writing task 
(collection and analysis) and the construction of ‘the last word’ in this paper (analysis).  
Conversational interview methods 
The first phase of this process involved a series of conversations that resembled semi-
structured interviews but were not constrained by this description (see Burgess-
Limerick, & Burgess-Limerick, 1998 for a lengthier discussion of conversational 
interviews). These were held in the university office of one of the three researchers. It 
was agreed that one of the outsiders would lead and the other would add probes or other 
questions where it was felt necessary. Prior to this the insider had been fully briefed on 
the nature of the discussions and how they would focus progressively on his time as an 
elite performer, his time as a coach, and finally his time as an administrator with 
Rowing Australia. In the conceptualisation of the study the insider was encouraged to 
engage in a series of internal conversations, initially without a full appreciation of the 
work of Archer so that he would come to the conversational session prepared to ‘think 
aloud’. The texts of these conversations were fully transcribed and were sent to Joe to 
mull over and reconsider. A few days later he returned the transcribed text with a few 
adjustments primarily in relation to improving the clarity around key events and 
timelines. The two outsiders then set about crafting a ‘learning narrative’ in an attempt 
to build a developing story of a career. The two outsider researchers undertook this by 
independently conducting a thematic analysis of the transcribed conversational data. 
This involved independently reading and re-reading the transcripts, applying labels (i.e., 
coding), searching for themes and then collaboratively reviewing the themes. The two 
outsiders then crafted a career story based on agreed story plotlines. 
Developing a writing task 
The outsider researchers then passed the research activity back to the insider in the form 
of a written task more closely framed by Archer’s (2007) ideas of reflexivity and with 
careful attention to TLC and CTL as drivers of the overall project. Joe’s task was to 
write about what had emerged as the strongest themes across all three phases of his 
career (based on the previously constructed learning narrative) and how these stood out 
as persistent approaches to learning. A word limit was imposed on Joe to encourage not 
just brevity but also parsimony – especially as we had all agreed that Joe should have 
the final ‘say’ as part of the presentation of data and the discussion.  
Final Phase – reconstructing a life in rowing 
Based on our shared understandings from the initial conversations, the subsequently 
constructed learning narrative, Joe’s reflections on the narrative and his final reflective 
piece, we commenced our (re)construction of Joe’s story in earnest. This involved an 
iterative process of writing ‘in serial’ fashion with each researcher taking turns in 
writing, revising and commenting on the piece. It is reasonable to suggest the methods 
had a degree of flexibility built into them. Hence the end point – in other words when 
we considered the data work to be complete – was largely arbitrary and was arrived at 
collaboratively.  
Learning across high performance rowing – Coxswain, Coach and 
Administrator 
Unsurprisingly, Joe was found to have engaged in a variety of different learning 
experiences across the phases of his engagement in high performance rowing. In what 
follows, we consider Joe’s journey as a coxswain, coach and administrator and consider 
these roles through the previously introduced theoretical lenses. Specifically, aspects of 
reflexivity are highlighted in relation to the respective emergent properties and notions 
of agency and positionality are brought into focus through the TLC and CTL. 
It is important to stress the unique, highly specialised position of coxswain. A 
coxswain has a decidedly prescriptive somatotype, and a highly specialised skill-set. 
Given these ‘constraints’ (Archer 2007), there are inevitably limited opportunities for 
individuals to learn this craft. As Peim and Hodkinson (2007) suggest local cultures 
together with wider contexts serve to limit practices. Hence as Archer (2007) suggests, 
the ‘cultural emergent properties’ and ‘structural emergent properties’ (in this case of 
HP rowing) shape both the opportunities to ‘be there’ (Peim and Hodkinson, 2007) as a 
coxswain and indeed to ‘learn’ as a coxswain. Indeed, Joe noted that even after coxing 
for a number of years, he experienced difficulties in ‘securing a seat in a boat’. As he 
said: 
At that stage, that was 1997, so there weren't many coxing jobs around because 
Sydney Olympics was coming so everything was well and truly blocked at the top. 
In Canberra there were few competitive opportunities in terms of my age or stage, 
which was under 19, under 23. 
However, as Archer (2007) points out, the ‘personal emergent properties’ are brought to 
bear on ‘re-shaping’ the constraints such that decisions can be made to overcome 
limitations. So it was these personal properties in combination with the ‘cultural 
emergent properties’ related to the role of the coxswain that served to enhance Joe’s 
development considerably. Relatively early in his athletic career (at a time when he had 
also started some light coaching duties), he realised that a coxswain’s position in the 
boat was more than someone who simply steered and called the stroke rate, it was also 
one of responsibility for the eight (or four) rowers in the boat. Through agentic actions 
related primarily to his desire to perform better as an coxswain, Joe recognised that 
these athletes had to be able to ‘trust’ him not only to get them across the finish line 
safely but in the context of high level competition in particular, in a way that gave them 
every possible chance to win. As Peim and Hodkinson (2007) emphasise, individuals do 
matter at a practical, cultural and moral level. This is entirely consistent with Archer’s 
claim that the ‘cultural emergent properties’ and ‘structural emergent properties’ have to 
be activated by the ‘personal emergent properties’. In this context Joe reveals himself to 
be an autonomous reflexive (Archer, 2007) whereby his focus for action (his own 
learning) was driven by his obligation to the rowers. He saw himself not just as the 
coxswain but, given the structural properties of rowing, being out on the water without 
the coach (unlike many sports), as an in-boat coach:  
One of the amazing or probably unique parts about rowing for me is that when 
you're on the water and there's no one else, you're in a boat with either - for me I 
was either in a boat with four others or eight others, so to make it work that's all 
you've got … the role of the coxswain is I suppose is very much like an assistant 
coach or an in-boat coach. 
It was his acknowledgement of the on-the-water role of the coxswain that prompted him 
to start to re-conceptualise the idea of a coxswain. It was clear to him that the role of the 
coxswain was little understood, as he said ‘even the selectors struggled to know what a 
good coxswain is’. Hence he started to think about rowing as a collective problem to be 
solved, with the coxswain as having a significant leadership role. In short, without a 
collective approach and leadership from the coxswain, performance would suffer. The 
TLC acknowledges that cultures position individuals unequally. As Hodkinson and 
colleagues (2008) contend ‘individuals are differently positioned with regard to shaping 
and changing a culture – in other words, differences in position and power are always at 
issue’ (p. 34). The rowing culture certainly positions coxswains differently (not 
necessarily unequally in all aspects). The sheer differences in physicality between 
coxswains and the rest of the crew may lead to a variety of cultural and social power 
differentials but the coxswain is accepted as a key decision maker; a trusted member in 
the crew who at the most pragmatic of levels, is the only one with a vision of where the 
group is travelling and a sense of how fast they are travelling relative to other boats in 
the race. Joe’s ‘personal emergent properties’ here articulate neatly with the cultural 
context in which he was trying to learn and develop. This persisted right through to 
national level: 
So I think after about 12 months of being in that spot, of competing nationally, I 
think I changed my thinking as to how can I be the best coxswain that I can 
possibly be. That's where you look what's the job of a coxswain and break that 
down. What experiences can I do to try to make myself better? 
Hence the idea of the ‘field of play’ became really important. Because rowing 
takes place on a water course, the coach loses all contact with the athletes when they 
push off from the pontoon prior at the point of competition. As already noted, this 
feature served to consolidate the ‘cultural emergent property’ of the coxswain as the de-
facto coach for the period they were on the water and relatedly impacted on his learning 
in performing this role. But as a coach it was something he struggled with to a degree: ‘I 
find coaching more difficult in that the loneliest place on the planet is when you push a 
boat off, because that's it. It's kind of like that’s it, I can do nothing more, it is purely in 
the hands of the athletes’. It was this pivotal role of the coach that led to significant 
learning events for Joe that, were largely self-determined. He considered that one way 
to develop more knowledge about being a coxswain was to develop what he called a 
‘job-description’. He was thinking more about this as he moved towards the end of his 
competitive coxing career, realising that if he was going to coach (and that this would 
include coaching coxswains), there ought to be tighter descriptions of what coxswains 
actually do. One way to develop the ideas was to get the feel of the water whilst rowing. 
Therefore his explorations about the role of the coxswain (that would both inform his 
athletic and coaching careers) meant knowing more about what it ‘felt’ like to row. Joe 
described this as ‘expanding his coaching vocab’. He delineated this process as follows: 
I would go out with another coach on a Tuesday morning every couple of weeks 
and we'd just take a double scull out, sometimes we'd take a coxless pair out, and 
I'd sit in front of him more often than not and we would just talk through feelings, 
in terms of when you put the blade in the water at the front what do you feel. It's a 
little bit of what muscles are doing and that sort of thing… 
Given Joe’s acknowledged drive and commitment and his tendency towards agentic 
action we should not be surprised by this approach to learning. As Peim and Hodkinson 
(2007) suggest, since education broadly and pedagogy specifically is driven by 
improvement, it becomes important to understand the ways that ‘learning contexts may 
be actively reconfigured by participants’ (p.388). This is Archer’s (2007) point exactly; 
the ‘cultural’ and ‘structural emergent properties’, she argues, must be activated by 
‘personal emergent properties’. Joe’s emergent properties are demonstrated though his 
willingness to reflexively design his learning to meet his knowledge goals in rowing. To 
quote Archer (2007) again, agents actively develop and design their ultimate concerns 
or ‘those internal goods that they care about most’ (p.7). 
As Joe moved into the next phase of his rowing career, rowing’s designation as a 
key Olympic sport presented some distinct challenges to learning. The sport system is 
decidedly complex and political. As Joe reported, the system is comprised of club and 
school based programs as well as private programs at the local level, state governing 
bodies and institutes of sport operating at the provincial level and the national governing 
body and Australian Institute of Sport programs at the peak of the sport in Australia. 
This means that the culture of rowing and the learning affordances within rowing are 
multi-layered and widely distributed. Not surprisingly, Joe’s capacity and his desire to 
learn the workings of the system varied with his changing roles in the sport:  
There are just so many parts to the system that if I look back through my own eyes 
as a 20 year old I probably wouldn't have pictured the system to look anywhere 
near like this. I would have thought well it's just you, you work your way up and 
that's what it is. But the evolution of it has been - it's enormous.  
So the ‘structural emergent properties’ of rowing have undergone change throughout the 
time Joe has been involved in the sport. But there have also been some constants in that 
being an Olympic sport, the structural constraints are divided up by Olympic 
quadrennials: ‘we go to an Olympics and we know in four years time we're going to go 
to another one’. Troublingly for Joe, the governance culture of rowing has been one that 
has tended to prioritise rolling changes over stability: 
I've been amazed over the last few cycles just the sheer change between one 
particular administration and the next ... but I'd like to think - and I suppose every 
administration would like to think this - that you're setting some things up for a 
longer term so that even if it is that the next person who comes into the role that 
I'm doing, you'd like to think that they don't have to reinvent the wheel. Whereas, 
I've witnessed quite a bit of that.  
This has clear implications for his need to learn in an ongoing fashion if he was to keep 
up with these regular changes and remain relevant in his practice within the 
organisation. However, again Joe’s approach to this speaks to his agency. It was clear 
that in spite of the structural and cultural complexities and indeed the changes that have 
accompanied this at the elite level in particular, Joe’s focus was always on 
‘performance’. In his view the attitude that administrators needed to adopt was ‘getting 
out of the way’. As he remarked: ‘you're trying to allow athletes and coaches to just get 
on with their business by trying to keep a lot of the - I guess the bureaucratic things - 
drop the barriers out of it’. And later: 
My little mantra or the bit that I regularly come back to is, is this helping 
performance or is this - is it - are we putting blocks in the way? What does it 
actually do for performance? That's probably even taking the athlete out of it. It's 
more - I used to think along the lines of well, is this enhancing the athlete or is it 
making it more difficult. Sometimes they have to do things that might be a bit 
difficult because they're going to come out the other side better for it. So I now 
look at it more through the lens of actual performance. Is it inhibiting or is it 
actually facilitating better performance? 
In a sense we see here an administrator at work using the thinking processes of a coach. 
Having been through the performance ranks, Joe has a keen sense of constraints and 
enablers (Archer, 2007) to practice – that is the practice of high performance. We 
wonder here whether this might be at odds with Hodkinson, Biesta and James (2008). 
We agree that learning is not acquisitional, we are more inclined to consider Joe to have 
constructed his learning. However, he is explicit about how he regards learning in one 
context to have informed his learning in the next across the culture of high performance 
rowing. Hodkinson, Biesta and James (2008) suggest there is no learning to transfer 
suggesting that each new situation brings with it a new sense of ‘becoming’ through 
learning; learning is still situational but transcends situations and cultures. This may be 
so, but such a  sense of learning perhaps places limits on understanding the degree to 
which learning in one context informs the learning in another. Jarvis (2006) offers a 
transformational account of learning that brings into view the contribution of experience 
and in doing so highlights the role of meaning making. He notes that meaning can be 
social (in the sense that it is cultural) but it can also be individual. This is where 
Archer’s (2007) ideas about reflexivity as discussed here perhaps provide a useful 
addendum to Hodkinson and colleagues’ conceptualisations of transfer and becoming. 
From the inside: Joe’s voice 
When I consider my rowing journey, the initial reflections are based around 
performance and the importance I place on ‘will it make the boat go faster’. 
Specifically, when I was competing as an athlete I would regularly ask myself: ‘what 
am I doing and what can I do to make the boat go faster?’ As part of the structured 
reflections brought on through my involvement in this research, I revisited the fond 
memories I have regarding my introduction to rowing and my first season as a young 
coxswain. At that time I had little attachment to the notion of performance, but rather 
recall the pure joy of being a member of a team; maybe better thought of as a family for 
a boarding student living around 200km from home.  
It was during my first season that I developed an attachment to rowing, not just 
the on-water aspect of coxing, but a deeper connection to a sport that I had not even 
heard of six months before. I have attempted to rationalize, on many occasions why I 
developed such an attachment, but it is something that I have found difficult to do. The 
mental images my mathematics teacher would create through his storytelling of crews 
that he had coached over the years remain vivid. I quickly developed my own love for 
rowing and hoped to be a part of the stories that he would tell future classes. These early 
experiences provided the cultural foundation from which I wanted to learn more about, 
and contribute to rowing, both for my personal development and ambition, as well as 
for the sport as a whole. 
My views have been shaped through the unique experiences that I have had 
across a range of different contexts. I have gathered information from being an athlete, a 
coach and an administrator in rowing across 18 years. My personal experiences have 
shaped my outlook over time and I have evolved along this journey. The learnings from 
coxing at all levels from novice to the Olympic Games have primarily been driven by a 
desire to make the boat go faster. It led me to fundamentally question the role of the 
coxswain in rowing. It drove me to exploring a variety of ways to add to boat speed 
from changing riggings to removing elements that actually impeded forward progress.  
Upon reflection, my motivation and enjoyment was enhanced in contexts 
(workplaces, individual crews, schools, clubs,) that encouraged learning, individual 
membership and were autonomy-supportive. I remember my early experiences being 
part of a boatshed that was a very welcoming, with support for all crews from the 
seniors to the juniors. It was very friendly and the senior athletes provided strong 
leadership and direction for the younger, less experienced athletes. This encouraged me 
to strive to be better, and as I got older, I felt a legacy to support and encourage the 
younger athletes coming through the boatshed. I think, without recognizing it at the 
time, these early experiences shaped my approach to rowing throughout my journey. 
These experiences, combined with aspiring to be the best that I could be as a coxswain 
(contributing to team leadership, acting as an assistant coach, building trust in athletes), 
taught me the importance of self-awareness. I did a lot of research into high performing 
teams, human motivation, and how to get the most out of people. Throughout my 
rowing journey, I have had many different experiences and I have found that these 
experiences can be significantly enhanced or diminished by the culture, and ultimately 
the leadership, that I have operated within. As I reflect on my performances across a 
range of contexts, it is clear to me that the culture and leadership that I have contributed 
to, or operated within, have had an impact on my performance. I believe this to be true 
in my experiences as an athlete, as a coach, and in different administrative capacities. It 
is for this reason that I continue to strive to make the boat go faster, as I believe that all 
of these roles contribute to boat speed. 
Wrapping Up 
There is no doubt that Joe has been an active agent in his own learning within the 
context of a performative culture. Whilst Joe has attended university and has engaged in 
other forms of professional development, the real pedagogue in Joe’s life has been the 
sport of rowing and specifically the culture that surrounds it. To this end he has 
reflexively steered a route through all levels using an embodied medium to fully grasp 
what needs to be learned to ‘make the boat go faster’. As Hodkinson (2005) says 
‘learning in all situations can be usefully understood as complex and relational, with no 
simple lines of cause and effect’ (p.116). He later argues that that learning should be 
seen as individual, social and embodied (see also Hodkinson, Biesta and James, 2008). 
This brief description captures the very way that Joe has found his way in the world 
(Archer, 2007). He has been driven by the project that he cares about most (Archer, 
2007) and at each turn he has bent his understanding of rowing back on itself to see if 
he can find ways to improve performance. Joe’s story emphasises the importance of 
learner agency, something Hodkinson, Biesta and James, (2008) suggest has gone 
missing in recent theorising about learning. However in Joe’s story we have an agent 
using his ‘personal emergent powers’ to activate the resources in the culture and 
structure of rowing in an attempt to improve performance. It has been an enduring focus 
of Joe’s learning journey. Although we acknowledge that others may have different 
experiences, we would conclude from Joe’s account that while there was most often 
support and guidance available, the rowing culture that he experienced encouraged 
those involved, to ‘figure things out’ for themselves – be it as athletes, coaches and 
administrators.  This confirms that Joe has been an autonomous reflexive in that for the 
most part he has been independent in his self-analysis and in the process of bending 
back his understanding of object (learning) to challenge than change it such that the 
subject (himself) changes the logic of his practice. In doing so Joe has accommodated 
the structural and cultural changes that have occurred in rowing in Australia. This is 
entirely consistent with TLC that emphasises the interdependent relationship between 
person and culture, as well as the CTL that highlights the importance of individual 
agency. To this end we would argue that Joe, as an automous reflexive, is the 
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